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ANNA CONTADINI 
A BESTIARY TALE: TEXT AND IMAGE OF THE UNICORN IN THE 
KITAB NA'T AL-HA YAWAN (BRITISH LIBRARY, OR. 2784) 
In 825 the Caliph al-Ma'mun fell gravely ill. His physi- 
cians, among them Yuhanna ibn Masawayh, were un- 
able to cure him, and he was advised to summon 
Jibra'il ibn Bakhtishu' ibn Jurjis, who "changed the 
treatment completely," after which the illness dimin- 
ished so rapidly that in three days the caliph was cured. 
Al-Ma'mun rewarded Ibn Bakhtishu' with "a million 
dirhams and a thousand measures (kurr) of grain."' 
Like Yuhanna ibn Masawayh, Jibra'il ibn Bakhtishu' 
was a Nestorian, and despite the contrast in their 
approaches to this particular case, both had received 
their training at the famous School of Medicine at 
Jundishapur.2 In fact, Jibra'il ibn Bakhtishu' belonged 
to an illustrious dynasty of doctors several generations 
of which were associated with the School, and he was 
by no means the only one to serve an Abbasid caliph, 
having been preceded by his grandfather Jurjis ibn 
Jibra'il (d. ca. 771), who was personal physician to al- 
Mansur (r. 754-75).3 Of the later members of the 
family, 'Ubayd Allah ibn Jibra'il may be singled out 
for his intellectual accomplishments as much as his 
skill as a physician, and it is with the textual tradition 
related to one manuscript of his works, together with 
its attendant miniatures, that we are here concerned. 
Ibn Abi Usaybi'a (ca. 1203-1269) provides us with 
the following biographical notice:4 
Abu Sa'id 'Ubayd Allah ibn Jibra'il ibn 'Ubayd Allah ibn 
Bakhtishu' ibn Jibra'il ibn Bakhtishu' ibn Jurjis ibn Ji- 
bra'il. He was a distinguished physician, renowned for 
the practice of medicine, skilled in its principles and 
branches, and one of the most prominent figures among 
those in this profession. He was also very knowledgeable 
in Christian science and its schools. He wrote several 
books on the art of medicine. He lived at Mayyafariqin. 
He was a contemporary of Ibn Butlan5 and very close 
to him: indeed, there was a great friendship between 
them. cUbayd Allah ibn Jibra'il died sometime during 
the 450s [1058s]. 
There follows a list of nine works written by 'Ubayd 
Allah-who is usually known simply as Ibn Bakh- 
tishu'--among which we may note a Kitab taba'i' al- 
hayawtan wa-khawassiha- wa-manatfi' a'da'ihMa ("Book of 
the Characteristics of Animals and Their Properties 
and the Usefulness of Their Organs") written for the 
Amir Nasir al-Dawla.6 
Although other Nestorian medical centers existed, 
most were influenced by Jundishapur, particularly in 
the organization and administration of hospitals, and 
the important hospital (bimaristmin) 
founded by Harun 
al-Rashid in Baghdad was also designed and staffed 
by Jundishapur physicians.7 Medicine itself still re- 
mained within the dominant Greek-derived Galenic 
tradition, but it is possible to detect at Jundishapur 
the beginnings of a shift, first articulated in another 
treatise by Ibn Bakhtishu', the Risdla ft al-tibb wa-al- 
ahddth al-nafsaniyya ("Treatise on Medicine and Psy- 
chological Phenomena"),8 towards a more empirically 
based approach. The Risdla argues against tutelage to 
philosophy of medicine and can be considered 
the earliest work in which an independent status is 
claimed for it, on the grounds that philosophical theory 
is incapable of dealing with medical questions.9 But 
Galenic orthodoxy was never seriously challenged, 
forming as it did the basis for the authoritative works 
of Ibn Bakhtishuc"s celebrated contemporaries Ibn Sina 
(d. 1037), the influence of whose Qaninnft al-tibb can 
hardly be overestimated, and Ibn Ridwan (998- 
ca.1067-68), the great physician who lived in Cairo. 
Considered a follower of the school of Alexandria, Ibn 
Ridwan was the author of the famous Kitab daf madarr 
al-abdan10 and was in dispute with the Iraqi physician 
Ibn Butlan, who as we have seen was a friend of Ibn 
Bakhtishu'. 
Nevertheless, the likelihood that the medical exper- 
tise and the particular approach of the Jundishapur 
School as represented by Ibn Bakhtishuc were to remain 
influential, at least in Iraq, is suggested not only by 
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the textual tradition to which his name is attached but 
also by the continuing importance of Christian physi- 
cians at the caliphal court in Baghdad." The ca. 1220 
Kitab na't al-hayawan (henceforth Na't),12 the earliest 
surviving bestiary containing material derived from Ibn 
Bakhtishu', was produced during the reign of the 
Abbasid caliph al-Nasir li-Din Allah (r. 1180-1225), 
under whom the most celebrated physician, and the 
caliph's favorite, was the archdeacon Mari Abu al-Khayr 
ibn Hibat Allah 'Abd al-Baqa' ibn Ibrahim al- 
Mu'ammal, of the al-Masihi family.13 After him other 
members of the al-Masihi family also served al-Nasir 
and ran the famous al-'Adudi hospital in Baghdad.14 
The influence of Ibn Bakhtishu"s medical works could 
still be felt at this time, and it may be conjectured that 
the Na't could well have been compiled and illustrated 
precisely at the instigation of such learned Christian 
families, especially given that the cultural environment 
in which it was produced was one that encouraged the 
production of such scientific, medical texts in the 
scriptoria of Mesopotamian and, in particular, North 
Jaziran monasteries. 
SCHOLARLY APPROACHES 
Despite their importance for the history of Arab and 
early Persian painting, the illustrated Ibn Bakhtishu' 
manuscripts have hitherto only barely caught the at- 
tention of historians of art.15 The reason may be sought 
straightforwardly within the fundamentally Eurocen- 
tric bias of the methodologies of art history as hith- 
erto applied to Islamic art. This is not to say that no 
adequate methodological approaches exist; one might 
cite, in particular, the research on the Western me- 
dieval bestiary tradition fostered by the Warburg In- 
stitute, which integrates the study of iconography with- 
in a wider examination of textual transmission.'6 But 
traditional scholarship on early Islamic miniature 
painting has been dominated by different approach- 
es: either the miniatures have been regarded as sub- 
servient o the text they illustrate,17 or they have been 
brought to the foreground and studied in isolation 
from the surrounding text. 
In this latter case, attention has been focused espe- 
cially on late miniatures and, in particular, on Persian 
and Indian examples. As such paintings often illustrate 
literary subjects, scholars have certainly attended to 
their narrative content, but the Eurocentric search for 
masterpieces has still resulted in a concentration on 
content at the expense of context and a disregard of 
the function of paintings within an integrated, text- 
based series. 
As Charyar Adle has pointed out, the interest of 
specialists has been mainly in "aesthetic effect" rather 
than in the causes of this effect.18 This tendency has 
been further einforced by what might be termed an 
evolutionary approach, in which a selected spread of 
isolated pictures is arranged chronologically to give 
an idea of stylistic development.19 One of the un- 
fortunate consequences of this approach is its influence 
on dealers and collectors, with the result that many 
manuscripts have been mutilated, their miniatures 
taken out and sold as separate items. As a result, 
miniatures from the same manuscript are now often 
dispersed in public and private collections all over the 
world, thus confronting the art historian with problems 
that are sometimes insurmountable and at best require 
painstaking and time-consuming study. This is true not 
only for "masterpieces" of Persian painting such as the 
so-called Demotte and Houghton Shahndmas, but also 
for certain earlier scientific Arab manuscripts, such 
as the 1224 Dioscorides. 
The category of illustrated scientific manuscripts into 
which the Ibn Bakhtishu' bestiaries fall has thus been 
triply disadvantaged. Not regarded as "masterpieces," 
their miniatures have been largely neglected, so that 
their pictorial conventions are still insufficiently un- 
derstood and appreciated; the crucial and intimate 
relationship between miniatures and text has not been 
taken into consideration, let alone adequately studied; 
and in cases where a manuscript has been dismem- 
bered and its miniatures dispersed, the possibility of 
such essential study has been severely inhibited. It 
should be further underscored that a significant aspect 
of scientific works is the occurrence of their miniatures 
in thematically related groups. Each one has a par- 
ticular function within the group, and the failure to 
study it not only as an individual entity but also as a 
member of a complex series may be seen as a further 
form of neglect. 
Even if we now have a rather better understanding 
of later Persian painting because it has been the ob- 
ject of considerable scholarly attention, it remains the 
case that painting from the early periods has been 
relatively neglected. Topics requiring further inves- 
tigation include the nature of its relationship with 
earlier Arab painting, concerning which one may query 
the commonly implied assumption that early Persian 
painting somehow represents an evolutionary step.20 
In fact, what survives of early Persian painting exhibits 
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a variety of stylistic inputs, not all of which survive in 
later material, so that lines of development are difficult 
to map. Early Arab painting has been investigated even 
less,21 so that caution is all the more necessary. For- 
tunately, the study of illustrated Arabic scientific 
literature is now gradually being accorded greater 
weight, with increasing attention paid to individual 
manuscripts.22 Furthermore, recent scholarship has 
started to develop an approach that is new in two 
important respects: its insistence on the necessity of 
an integral study of both text and accompanying 
pictures; and its consideration of the manuscript as a 
whole, taking into account not only the textual tra- 
dition of the manuscript but also the socio-historical 
factors governing its production. The present article 
seeks to contribute to this development by examining 
text and image in relation to a specific narrative com- 
plex. 
TITLE AND CONTENTS 
Although the designation "Ibn Bakhtishu' bestiary" is 
now conventional, it disguises the fact that the text 
in question is actually a composite. It may safely 
be assumed to contain material derived or directly 
quoted from Ibn Bakhtishu', but this is juxtaposed with 
other material of ultimately Aristotelian origin. 
The earliest illustrated bestiary, British Library Or. 
2784, lacks an incipit, but refers to the title of the work 
on folio 94r, where the colophon of the end of the 
first part of the manuscript reads tamma al-juz' al-awwal 
min Kitalb na't al-hayawan (end of the firstjuz' of Kittab 
na't al-hayawan). This therefore confirms two nine- 
teenth-century annotations at the beginning of the text, 
one on folio Ir and the other on folio 2r, which refer 
to the manuscript as a Kitab na't al-hayawdn. The word 
na't (characteristics) is also used throughout the text 
to designate the first, Aristotelian, part of the entry 
for each animal, while the second part, in contrast, is 
defined as mandfi' (usefulness). Implied, one might 
therefore suggest, is the subtitle Kitdb na't al-hayawan 
wa-mandfi'iha, a compressed equivalent of Ibn Bakh- 
tishu"s own Kitab tabd'i' al-hayawan 
wa-khaw.issihz 
wa- 
mandfi' a'di'ih, but one in which the preference for 
na't over its near-synonym taba'i' points towards the 
Aristotelian origins of this segment of the text, since 
Aristotle's Kitab al-hayawizn is mentioned by Ibn Abi 
Usaybi'a23 under the title Kitlib na't al-hayawtn (al-ghayr 
natiqa wa-m fihti min al-mandfi'), and by Hajji Khalifa 
as Na't al-hayawdn and Nu'itt al hayawdn.24 The term 
na't, further, may point to the affiliation of our ma- 
nuscript with a pseudo-Aristotelian work entitled Kitab 
nu'Ci t al-hayawan.25 
It should be noted, however, that none of the later 
illustrated Ibn Bakhtishu' bestiaries use the word na't, 
either in the title or in the text. The title, when pre- 
sent, is invariably Kitdb mandfic al-hayawdn, thus giving 
precedence to the Ibn Bakhtishu' material, while in 
the text the part derived from Aristotelian tradition 
is introduced by the anonymous al-qawl min... (con- 
cerning...) or dhikr min... (mention of...). The British 
Library Kitdb na't al-hayawan, on the other hand, makes 
explicit both the composite nature of the text and its 
dual origin, for it contains several passages specifying 
that the text concerning the characteristics (na't) is 
based on Aristotle and that concerning the usefulness 
(mandfi') is from Ibn Bakhtishu'. Reference is also made 
to the inclusion of Ibn Bakhtishu"'s observations about 
a certain animal, which supply information not found 
in Aristotle.26 
The following four conclusions may be drawn: First, 
contrary to what has hitherto been believed, neither 
the Na't nor any of the later bestiaries within the same 
tradition consists of a text by Ibn Bakhtishu' preserved 
in its original form. Either no such text is extant, or 
else it has not yet been identified. Second, the com- 
piler of the composite text is unknown. He may have 
been named in the missing final colophon or in the 
incipit of the Na't, but there is no mention of him in 
the later manuscripts, which refer only to Ibn Bakh- 
tishu'. Third, that the compilatory nature of the text 
of the Na't is explicitly recognized when such rec- 
ognition is effaced in the later bestiaries suggests that 
the Na't might represent the original version within 
this textual tradition (see note 25). Fourth, the two 
later illustrated Arabic Ibn Bakhtishu' bestiaries are 
not copies of the Na't, but separate redactions. All three 
exhibit a strong family resemblance, however, and in 
certain passages they are identical. 
THE TEXTUAL TRADITION AND ITS SOURCES 
The various manuscripts always begin with Man and 
Woman and then proceed to domestic quadrupeds 
and beasts of prey, birds and birds of prey, fish, rep- 
tiles, and finally insects. The average number of ani- 
mals treated is ninety, and the largest category is that 
of quadrupeds, followed by birds. The entries tend 
to be longer for the individual quadrupeds and also 
for some of the most common birds and fish but are 
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quite short for the insects. The range of animals treat- 
ed includes species found over a geographic area 
ranging from India to Northeast Africa, but some 
mythical animals such as the unicorn are also present. 
The treatment of each animal is divided into two 
sections, of which the first is a discussion of its prin- 
cipal characteristics, habits, and reactions in different 
situations, and the second deals with the different parts 
of the animal and how they may be used to cure various 
human illnesses. As we have seen, these sections are 
clearly separate, one deriving ultimately from Aristotle, 
the other from Ibn Bakhtishu'. 
Concerning the Aristotelian element, there is no 
direct correspondence of the Na't with the Arabic 
translation of Aristotle's Zoology,27 let alone with the 
original Greek text.28 It is therefore obvious that, 
despite the mention of the name of Aristotle in the 
Na't and the inclusion of a miniature representing him 
(on folio 96r), transmission must have been through 
one or more pseudo-Aristotelian intermediaries. One 
likely candidate for this role is the tenth-century Kitab 
na't al-hayawtan (Book on the Characteristics of Ani- 
mals), which seems to have a link with Timotheus of 
Gaza's book on animals, the Peri Zoon. This text,29 
usually referred to by its Arabic title, Kitab al-hayawtan 
al-qadim, was written at Gaza in the sixth century, during 
the reign of the Emperor Anastasius. It is also possible, 
however, to recognize as a source for the Na't a late 
classical text known as the Physiologus, for which an 
exact provenance, date, or author cannot be estab- 
lished but for which an Aristotelian affiliation is now 
accepted.30 
The material derived from this pseudo-Aristotelian 
tradition not only explains the various characteristics 
of animals but also reflects a complex moralizing at- 
titude towards them and what might be called their 
psychology (real or alleged),31 which the text itself 
terms akhlkq. The wolf is not sociable; the bear is timid; 
the cat is very sociable; thejerboa is deceitful and astute; 
the partridge is jealous and proud of its voice; the 
pheasant is a coward who does not fly so as not to show 
itself and hides in trees and spiky bushes; the heron 
is naturally cautious and attentive. Other characteristics, 
such as intelligence, sagacity, good memory, courage, 
or incompatibility with other animals are variously 
stressed according to species. On the other hand, there 
are animals to which amazing characteristics are 
ascribed, such as the arghiin, which has a large beak 
with numerous holes that produce different sounds 
and beautiful melodies with the power to charm those 
who happen to hear them.32 
The direct source for the Ibn Bakhtishu' material 
is, according to the Na't, Ibn Bakhtishu' himself, but 
the original sources are unknown. It is highly likely, 
however, that the material derives from a lengthy 
experimental (and textual) tradition going back at least 
to the beginning of the Jundishapur School, especially 
since one of the sources mentioned in the bestiaries 
themselves is the ninth-century zoological work of 'Isa 
ibn 'Ali,3 which can be related to the Nestorian 
Christian tradition of Jundishapur. There are no 
surviving texts through which the evolution of the 
mandfi' part of the Na't can be traced, however, for 
despite the existence of numerous references to me- 
dical works by Ibn Bakhtishu"s forbears, none of these 
are extant, and it is only distantly related to the Arab 
tradition of zoological enquiry as represented, for 
example, in the Kitab al-hayawan of al-Jahiz.34 
The mandfi' material consists of a series of recipes 
explaining the use of different parts of Man, Woman, 
and all the other animals in order to cure illnesses 
and diseases. When, for example, the elephant's meat 
is cooked with water and salt and its gravy sipped, it 
provides relief from chronic asthma. Drinking the 
stewed and dried brain of the jackdaw combined with 
vinegar of squill relieves pain of the spleen. There are 
also remedies for psychological illnesses, such as 
phobias. A man who hangs over himself the eyes of 
the bat does not fear scorpions. Dried, pounded, and 
imbibed, the testicles of the deer make the penis rise 
and prevent it from falling. 
But although the majority of the benefits mentioned 
are strictly medical, others are magical: when, for 
example, the spleen of the ass is dried in the shade, 
pounded, and put in the skin of a domestic gazelle, 
the person on whose body it is hung acquires glory 
and love. 
Other animals have cosmetic uses. The deer's 
marrow, boiled with laurel vinegar and mixed with 
water of trefoil and honey, is a scented ointment for 
the body. The excrement of the donkey, mixed with 
cow's bladder and pulverized, can be used as an 
ointment for the hair, which then becomes thicker and 
more beautiful. 
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THE UNICORN IN THE KITAB NA'T 
AL-HA YAWAN 
The lore of the unicorn in the Nact is interesting both 
for the questions that it poses about the relationship 
between miniatures and text, and for the rich and 
complex array of sources called on by that text.35 
The many animals treated in the Na't are grouped 
into broad categories: quadrupeds, birds, fish, and 
insects. These categories may be subdivided, and in 
fact the Unicorn appears within that segment of the 
quadrupeds specifically devoted to the Wild Qua- 
drupeds (al-qawl f al-hayawan al-wahsh, folio 162v). 
Each animal is usually represented by one minia- 
ture. For the unicorn, however, there are three 
miniatures, in two separate chapters. The second 
chapter concludes the block treating both domestic 
and wild quadrupeds, and its position, as we will see, 
is justified by the nature of the narrative it contains. 
But it is not immediately preceded by the first unicorn 
chapter, which is located within the segment specifically 
devoted to wild quadrupeds (al-qawl fi al-hayawan al- 
wahsh); the two are separated by seven intervening 
chapters treating other animals. This apparently cur- 
ious arrangement may be best accounted for on the 
supposition that the compiler of the Na't was actually 
unaware that the animal discussed in the later chapter 
was to be associated with the unicorn. In fact, only 
the earlier chapter is explicitly related to the unicorn, 
and it is solely through external evidence that a 
connection between the two can be established. Where- 
as the first actually names the unicorn, kardunn,36 the 
second, despite containing a narrative identifiable as 
unicorn lore, refers only to a generic dabba. 7 Both 
chapters, it may be noted, are structurally atypical; each 
one provides us with a fascinating and unusually 
extended narrative, and the first is also exceptional 
in that it contains two miniatures. 
The beginning of the first chapter is deceptive, since 
the heading (folio 196r) makes no mention of the 
unicorn but instead reads, "Characteristics of the 
animal (diabba) called [wa]'l13 (mountain goat) in 
Syriac. Some people call it rma- (white gazelle)." There 
follows immediately the first miniature (fig. 1), which 
depicts a hoofed quadruped without horns. The 
ensuing text (fig. 2) begins prosaically enough with a 
comparative definition of its size. But soon there is 
mention of the telltale horn, and after the ensuing 
account of the method used to capture this animal, it 
is referred to as the kardunn (fig.3). The second 
Fig. 1. Fol. 196r: The rfima (white gazelle), part of the lore 
of the unicorn, folio 23.5 x 16 cm; miniature 11.1 x 13 cm. 
Ibn Bakhtishu', Kitab na't al-hayawan, North Jazira (?), ca 1220. 
London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the 
British Library) 
miniature, which is placed after this reference, is 
accordingly captioned "Representation of the kardunn" 
and depicts a unicorn (fig. 4). The complete text fol- 
lowing the first miniature reads as follows (figs. 1-5): 
[Folio 196r] This animal is, in bulk, as small as a kid, 
which it resembles. It is very quiet, but it has such strength 
and speed [folio 196v] that the hunters cannot capture 
it. It has a single long horn in the middle of its head, 
erect and straight, with which it butts other animals and 
fights with them. Nothing can defeat it. The strategy used 
to hunt it is that a young pure virgin is put in its path. 
When the animal sees her it jumps into her lap as if it 
wants to suckle, this being a natural inclination in this 
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Figs. 2 (right) and 3 (left). Fols. 196v and 197r: Text of the chapter on the Unicorn, folios 23.5 x 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtishu', 
Kitib na't al-hayawan. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library) 
beast. And when it is in her lap it suckles her breasts, 
even though there is no milk in them, until it becomes 
like someone drunk from wine or someone drowsy with 
[folio 197r] sleep. The hunters come to it when it is in 
that condition and tie it up securely. It is by means of 
this stratagem that this animal is hunted. People say that 
it is widespread in the regions of Nubia and Abyssinia. 
Muhammad ibn Musa al-Munajjim, in the Kitab al-mamadlik 
wa al-masa-lik said that the kardunn...has one horn a cubit 
long and two fists thick. When split it is possible to see 
inside it a blackness within its whiteness, [folio 197v, with 
the heading "Representation of the kardunn" followed 
by a miniature] and shapes like the figure of a man or 
an animal or a fish or other things. The Chinese make 
belts out of it, and one belt can reach the value of a 
hundred [folio 198r, fig. 5] to a thousand and even three 
thousand dinars, and even more. It can kill the elephant. 
Usefulness of the kardunn: If part of its horn is heated 
it exudes smells and it is a protection against magic and 
things of that sort. The Chinese kings hang it on 
themselves as a protection against all evil things. This 
animal is not mentioned in the Book of Characteristics 
(Kita-b al-na't), but it is found in the Book by Ibn 
Bakhtishu' so I have mentioned it here. 
The second section devoted to the unicorn follows after 
intervening material on seven other "wild quadrupeds": 
the gazelle, the hedgehog, the mountain sheep, the 
steinbock, the skink, the lion, and a beast called 
jamumun. Uncharacteristically, the title of this second 
section (folio 211v, fig. 6) defines the animal to be 
discussed not by name but by habitat: "Characteristics 
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Fig. 4 (right). Fol. 197v: The kardunn (unicorn), 12 x 13.5 cm. Ibn Bakhtisht', Kitab na't al-hayawan. London, British Library, 
Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library) 
Fig. 5 (left). Fol. 198r: Text of the chapter on the unicorn, folio 23.5 x 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtishu', Kitab na't al-hayawan. London, 
British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library) 
of the animal (da-bba) that lives in the Shahris"39 desert 
in the Oriental region." The ensuing text can be 
considered one of the most attractive pieces of narrative 
in medieval Arabic scientific literature: 
This beast is small, with two horns similar to the horns 
of the antelope. It lives in this desert, in which dwell 
predatory animals, wild animals, and birds that are 
accustomed to it. It [folio 212r, fig. 7] lives off the 
herbage, green parts, and trees of the desert. In the 
desert there are valleys through which water flows in 
winter and spring, only to dry up in summer. Then, 
throughout the whole length and breadth of this desert, 
there is no watercourse or place with water in it, except 
for one pool into which these rivers flow when they 
contain water. There the water collects, but when it has 
done so it becomes a deadly poison, and any animal that 
drinks it dies immediately. So the animals in that desert 
avoid it and do not [folio 212v, fig. 8] drink it at all. 
They continue in this manner until, thirst-stricken, they 
are at the point of death, with no escape from that desert 
and nowhere in it where they may seek water. Then they 
all gather around this animal and beseech it submissively 
and humbly in order to appeal to it. In this appeal are 
united all the carnivores and herbivores, which are 
naturally hostile to one another. When it sees them acting 
thus it responds and proceeds to lead them like their 
Prince with them as followers [folio 213r: miniature titled 
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Figs. 6 (right) and 7 (left). Fol. 211v and 212r: Text of the chapter on the dabba that lives in the Shahruts desert, folios 23.5 
x 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtishu', Kitab na't al-hayawan. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library) 
"Representation of the animal (daibba), with all the wild 
animals behind it, and the pool," fig. 9] behind it, and 
when it reaches that pool it bathes in it [folio 213v, fig. 
10] and bathes its horns repeatedly in its water. Then it 
begins to drink the water, and after that the wild beasts 
and predatory animals go down to the water and drink 
and bathe in that poisonous pool, the water of which 
has become fresh and good. It remains sweet and good 
to drink for thirty nights, and then it reverts to its previous 
state, so they avoid it. Then, they go back to the daibba 
to beseech it to do the same again. Things continue in 
the way we have described until winter comes and there 
is abundant water, when they can dispense with all that. 
It is clear that this section, with its single, unified 
dramatic story and its absence of any medicinal pre- 
scriptions, conforms not at all to the normal bipar- 
tite expository pattern of na't plus manafi'. But the 
previous section, too, only partially conforms, for its 
brief mandfi' part is followed by a frank admission 
that the preceding narrative does not derive from the 
na't material. In exploring the ramifications of the 
textual tradition within which both may be situated, 
we should first turn to the ancestor of medieval bes- 
tiaries, the Physiologus, where we find the basic out- 
line of unicorn's capture, but with the suckling vir- 
gin already identified with the Virgin Mary. Much later, 
we encounter, at the opposite extreme from this 
Christianized and moralizing version, a fascinating 
reworking of the narrative, projected onto real ani- 
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Fig. 8 (right). Fol. 212v: Text of the chapter on the da-bba that lives in the Shahrits desert, folio 23.5 x 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtishu', 
Kitab na't al-hayawan. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library) 
Fig 9 (left). Fol. 213r: The da-bba that lives in the Shahrits desert, with the wild animals behind it and the pool (part of the 
lore of the unicorn), 15.5 x 15.5 cm. Ibn Bakhtishu', Kitab na't al-hayawan. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy 
of the British Library) 
mals. This appears in Urreta's Historia ... de los Grandes 
y Remotos Reynos de la Etiopia,40 written in 1610: 
The first wild animal we are going to discuss is the most 
wild, the rhinoceros: on the top of the nostril there is a 
horn, very big, large, sharpening towards the point, hard, 
and so sharp that it can penetrate anything...This ani- 
mal is so strong, brave, and wild that it is not possible 
to hunt it alive, but it is possible to kill it with a stratagem 
...They live in the province of Goyame at the bottom of 
the Mountains of the Moon, at the sources of the river 
Nile. When the hunters hear that a rhinoceros is near 
at hand, they prepare their guns and take a female 
monkey, trained for this specific purpose, and bring her 
to the place where the rhinoceros has been reported 
to be. When the monkey sees the rhinoceros she begins 
to jump, dance, and play a lot of tricks to attract him. 
The rhinoceros likes this entertainment, and the monkey 
is able to throw one leg over his back. Then she begins 
scratching and rubbing his hide, giving him great 
pleasure. Finally, she jumps on the ground again and 
starts to rub his belly, and the rhinoceros is so pleased 
that he stretches himself out upon the ground, overcome 
with pleasure. At this point the hunters, who have been 
hidden in some safe place, come up with their weapons 
and shoot him in the navel, which is the most delicate 
part of the animal, and kill him. 
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Fig. 10. Fol. 213v: text of the chapter on the dabba that lives 
in the Shahrfts desert, folio 23.5 x 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtishfi', Kitab 
na't al-hayawan. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: 
courtesy of the British Library) 
In his study, Lore of the Unicorn, Shepard is clearly cor- 
rect in thinking that this tale is closely related to the 
virgin-capture story.41 But he fails to relate how Urreta's 
account of the rhinoceros ends: "This animal is not 
to be confused with the unicorn (monoceros in Greek) 
as some people claim, because they are in fact two 
completely different animals." This statement is fol- 
lowed immediately by an account of the unicorn: 
The unicorn, in fact, is a symbol of a loving heart, noble 
and amiable. This animal, one of the most fierce and 
brave beasts bred in the mountains, becomes tame when 
it sees a virgin, and falls at her feet. These unicorns are 
found in the same province of Goyame, at the bottom 
of the Mountains of the Moon... 
We thus have a paradox: a pseudo-naturalistic trans- 
formation of the legend is juxtaposed with a reduced 
version of it, while the author explicitly denies any 
relationship between the two and at the same time 
emphasizes identity of location. Although the legend 
of the virgin-capture was well known in the West and 
was repeatedly told over the centuries by authors 
dealing with the unicorn, what is particularly puzzling 
is that there is no earlier source, as far as I have 
ascertained, for Urreta's "naturalistic" version of it.42 
In any case, it can hardly be fortuitous that the East 
African-or more precisely Ethiopian/Abyssinian- 
locus given by Urreta is the same as that specified for 
the unicorn in the Nact. On the other hand, it may be 
no more than a pleasing coincidence (or more likely 
the reflection of an Orientalist convention) that Marcel 
Devic relocates to Ethiopia another unicorn narrative,43 
substituting that setting for the vague "Moorish-land" 
where his source, Laurens Catelan, a French author 
of the seventeenth century, situated a version of the 
legend that forms the second major narrative in the 
Na't.44 
This likewise presents us with intriguing problems 
of transmission. It too can certainly be traced back to 
the Greek Physiologus, in which the animal in question 
is again the unicorn, and not, as in the Na't, an 
antelope-like creature with two horns. In the Physio- 
logus, when the animals assemble in the evening be- 
side the great water, they find that a serpent has left 
its venom floating upon the surface. They see or smell 
the venom and do not drink, but wait for the unicorn. 
At last it comes, steps into the water and, in another 
Christianizing gesture, makes the sign of the cross over 
it with its horn, thus rendering the water drinkable 
again. 
The link between this version and that in the Na't 
remains to be investigated, but as yet no intermediary 
has come to light. There is evidence, however, that 
this legend was known in learned circles in western 
Europe long before Catelan, for it appears-alongside 
the theme of the virgin-capture-in a well-known Latin 
poem written by Natalis Comes around 1550.45 Here, 
interestingly, the story of the water is set in India, on 
the banks of the Ganges. But there is also an earlier, 
if more obscure, reference, which appears in the form 
of an eyewitness account. One John of Hesse, a priest 
of Utrecht, visited the Holy Land in 1389 and reported: 
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Near the field of Helyon, there is a river called Marah, 
the water of which is very bitter, into which Moses struck 
his staff and made the water sweet so that the people 
of Israel might drink. And even in our times, it is said, 
venomous animals poison that water after the setting 
of the sun, so that the good animals cannot drink of it; 
but in the morning, after the sunrise, the unicorn comes 
and dips his horn into the stream, driving the poison 
from it so that the good animals can drink there dur- 
ing the day. This I have seen myself.46 
In view of the fact that all these versions follow the 
Physiologus in identifying as the unicorn the animal that 
purifies poisonous water, it is difficult to avoid the 
conclusion that the version in the Nact also derives from 
the lore of the unicorn. But how the identification of 
the animal was lost must remain a matter of conjecture, 
although it is relevant to note that, unlike "unicorn," 
the Arabic term kardunn contains no etymological 
indication of the animal's appearance. Thus it is hardly 
surprising to find al-'Awfi, in the early thirteenth 
century, asserting that it has two horns.47 The text of 
the Nact appears to have anticipated this, and to have 
taken the further step of discarding the appellation 
kardunn in favor of the virtual anonymity of diabba. A 
similar blurring of identity may be observed in the 
related Escorial and Paris bestiaries, despite the reten- 
tion in each of them of the heading karkadann (a 
variant of kardunn) above the section containing the 
virgin-capture legend.48 The karkadann, their text 
explains, is an animal called by the Arabs harish and 
by Syriac speakers (suryaJniyyftn) r ma. In these two later 
bestiaries the names karkadann and rfma are associated 
with the same animal, whereas in the Na't they are 
clearly distinguished, each being illustrated by a 
separate miniature. (Similar problems of identification 
occur in the West, where the unicorn may be confused 
with the gazelle, the oryx, the ass, the rhinoceros, or 
even the hippopotamus.)49 
But the other illustrated manuscripts of the Ibn 
Bakhtishu' tradition also differ from the Na't in more 
significant respects, the most striking of which is that 
they all omit the narrative of the poisoned water, as 
does the later Arabic bestiary tradition represented by 
al-Kahhal and al-Damiri; the Na't is thus unique among 
the various Arabic and Persian versions in including 
it. On the other hand, all contain the legend of the 
capture of the unicorn, but with one significant dif- 
ference: in the Na't it is specified that the unicorn wants 
to suckle a virgin's breasts, but in the Morgan Manafi'50 
the paradox of the suckling virgin is avoided by sub- 
stituting a beautiful girl from a brothel, who tempts 
the animal with her breasts. The animal (represented 
as a small kid with two horns) suckles for about an 
hour and then falls asleep from the milk, upon which 
the story ends with the exclamation, "Allah knows best" 
(folio 54r and v). In its overt rather than muted 
sexuality, this version could be viewed as a transition 
to the monkey-and-rhinoceros version, with its amusing 
and explicit parody of seduction and male subjugation. 
There is also some distance between the source 
version of the legend of the water and the version in 
the Nact. In the Nact, the elision of the unicorn is 
reinforced by the separation of the section in question 
from the preceding unicorn narrative by the accounts 
of seven other animals. But the position of the water 
narrative, it may be argued, is by no means random. 
It concludes the treatment of all quadrupeds, domes- 
tic and wild (being followed by the opening of the 
second section of the manuscript, on birds), and it 
seems hardly fortuitous that it should harmoniously 
assemble in its text "all the animals-carnivores and 
herbivores-that are naturally hostile to one another" 
(folio 212v). Just as the unicorn generates layers of 
Christological significance, so this concluding daibba 
stands for the leader of the community of animals; it 
"proceeds to lead them like their Prince (amir) with 
them as followers," and its ability to render the poison- 
ous water sweet and drinkable may be readily associated 
with the standard collocation of water and princely 
munificence. In this 
mad.h 
(panegyric) topos, a general 
parallel is established between the bounty of the Prince 
and the sea or the rain,51 while in the particular pre- 
Islamic instance of the extended simile by which al- 
A'sha- praises Qays, the association culminates in a 
"fluvial" generosity that the people may count on in 
times of dearth,52 as do the animals in the Na't. 
Despite the central role of the unicorn in the earliest 
extant version, it is difficult not to think that the 
narrative in the Na't was adopted ready-made-in other 
words, that the unicorn had been discarded at some 
earlier stage in transmission. Accordingly, as a mat- 
ter of authorial intention, the composition of the Na't 
cannot be regarded as manifesting a deliberate sep- 
aration of related material. Equally, the elision of the 
unicorn from the water legend means that the minia- 
ture illustrating it cannot be regarded as forming part 
of a unicorn cycle, and it therefore needs to be con- 
sidered separately. 
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THE MINIATURES 
Initially, the two miniatures included within the kar- 
dunn section (figs. 1-5) also appear quite unrelated, 
in the obvious sense that they depict very different 
animals. At the same time, however, they may be 
viewed as forming a complementary pair, directly 
related to the text they enclose, but differing radi- 
cally due to their positions with respect to the core 
narrative of capture. The first (fig. 1), which precedes 
the narrative, echoes the wa'l/rimd of the title above 
and the beginning of the text beneath, which defines 
the animal in question as resembling a kid in size. 
Accordingly, the artist provides a homely depiction 
of a hoofed quadruped that is typologically in full 
accord with the preceding and following miniatures 
of such related animals as the antelope or deer and 
is placed in a familiar relationship with vegetation 
and the ubiquitous band of grass beneath. Everything 
points to a modest herbivore with no extraordinary 
attributes, and the animal is, moreover, depicted as 
hornless, thereby creating in the reader a sense of 
zoological familiarity, which is about to be abruptly 
contradicted in the text by the mention of a single 
horn and by the onset of the description of the cap- 
ture stratagem. Assuming, as we surely must, that the 
painter did not produce this miniature in ignorance 
of the following text, it is difficult to avoid the con- 
clusion that he is consciously contributing to the 
dramatic plotting of the narrative by visually thwart- 
ing its line of development and thereby creating false 
expectations in the reader. By suggesting a continu- 
ation with the quotidian rather than introducing the 
extraordinary, the first miniature enhances the reac- 
tion of surprise and astonishment at what follows. 
The second miniature (fig. 4) follows the conclusion 
of the capture narrative as soon as the page layout 
permits, at the top of folio 197v. Here the painter exults 
in the imaginary, providing the legendary animal not 
only with a single horn but also with wings.53 Fur- 
thermore, the composition of this image is explicitly 
contrasted with that of the preceding miniature; its 
subject is given special emphasis by being depicted 
alone, without any trammels of landscape to impede 
flight. The legs and tail of the creature indicate dy- 
namic movement, in contrast to the stillness of the 
animal in the first miniature, and its mythical aspect 
is emphasized by the long, pointed horn angled dra- 
matically back from its forward-thrusting body and by 
the sweeping curve of its arched wings. The heading 
above this image is a bold surat al-kardunn (image of 
the kardunn), with no descriptive or narrative addition 
(and an incidental felicitous punning aspect: The 
miniature is positioned so that the first word of the 
text beneath it is surdi, referring to the various images 
revealed in a cross-section of the horn). 
The two miniatures thus form a considered counter- 
point to the text that they enclose; their connection 
to it is at once clear and oblique, neither one being 
simply an illustrative appendage. Indeed, they are both 
singularly devoid of narrative elements; their function 
is to frame rather than to paraphrase, unless the stark 
contrast in content between them can be said to 
comment on the intervening textual transformation 
of the mundane into the fabulous. Ultimately, however, 
their relationship is one of a dynamic opposition 
directed more to each other than to the text they 
purport to serve, and to the extent that this is so, their 
artist consciously stakes out an autonomous pictorial 
domain. 
These two miniatures could even be termed iconic 
in relation to the confusion of the sources regarding 
the unicorn and its identification. In contrast, the 
miniature of the dabba in the water legend reflects no 
such ambiguity, nor does it stand outside the narrative 
(fig. 9). Rather, it represents the particular moment 
in the lore of the fantastic beast in the desert of Shahrits 
when all the different animals wait for it to transform 
the poisonous water into good water. From a Western 
perspective, illustrating this moment of stasis could 
be seen as inappropriate for a highly dramatic text. 
One might rather expect that the most obvious pas- 
sage for illustration would be that describing the beast 
actually dipping its horn into the water. Indeed it is 
this moment that is illustrated in an iconographic 
tradition in the West, albeit one that is neither wide- 
spread nor very well known. A splendid example is 
provided by a sixteenth-century tapestry-one of a 
series in the Cloisters Museum in New York repre- 
senting the hunt of the unicorn. It shows the exact 
moment when the unicorn dips its horn into the wa- 
ter and all the animals around the pool watch and wait 
for their turn to drink.54 But a fundamental difference 
between a tapestry and a miniature is precisely that 
the tapestry has to internalize the narrative pictorially 
and render it explicit, while accompanying text allows 
the miniature to omit as well as to include-to select 
more freely the moments and motifs to be illustrated. 
In the case of the ditbba, the narrative begins on 
folio 211v and the miniature comes on folio 213r, 
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exactly at the point where the text says that the dabba 
is arriving at the pool. Clearly the layout is carefully 
planned, and it is difficult to imagine that the painter 
was not instrumental in deciding where the scribe 
should leave space for the miniature, that is, in selecting 
precisely what he wanted to illustrate. But the fact that 
he chooses the instant before the lifesaving act of 
purification is not totally surprising; it is a moment 
of keen anticipation, intrinsically no less dramatic 
than that in the tapestry. He stresses, rather, the sus- 
pense-the pause before resolution with all its at- 
tendant tension. That tension is immediately resolved 
as the eye passes over the miniature to the one crucial 
line of text below it, which informs us that the dabba 
does indeed enter the pool. 
If, in this case, the miniature is fully integrated within 
the text and explicitly represents a climactic moment 
of it, it also adds, by means of its visual narrative, a 
gloss on the textual equation of the dabba with the 
princely savior of the community. Larger than the norm 
and centrally placed on the page, with just a one-line 
title above it and one line of text below it, the miniature 
has at its midpoint the dominant figure of the dabba, 
the animal-prince, flanked on each side by another 
animal. These two may be taken as representatives of 
the carnivores and herbivores, and they certainly stand 
for "all the wild beasts" (al-wuhfishjami'an) in the title 
above them. As portrayed, they may be identified 
respectively as a somewhat less-than-ferocious car- 
nivore, the fox, and an auspicious herbivore, the hare; 
smaller and subordinate in relation to the deibba, they 
know their place. In addition, it can hardly be for- 
tuitous that the deibba is centrally positioned on the 
vertical axis, even if it is perhaps fanciful to read the 
conventional compositional elements of tree, grass 
strip, and pool as untamed counterparts of the palace 
garden. In any event, the moment is not just anti- 
cipatory but expresses of the power, status, and 
authority of the prince as he dominates both his 
subjects and his environment. 
Were the Na't to have been a gift for a princely 
patron, the presence of his metaphorical equivalent 
in the miniature could well have been read not just 
as homage but also as a prompt to the performance 
of comparable acts of succor and generosity. By being 
identified with the dibba-deliverer, the patron is tacitly 
encouraged to act with appropriate munificence. But 
this interpretation points beyond the relationship of 
text and image to that of image and reader, and hence 
to cultural codes as determinants of meaning; bringing 
such factors into play allows for further interpretative 
possibilities. Consideration of the Ibn Bakhtishu' cor- 
pus as a whole, for example, might suggest that behind 
the equation of dazbba and prince lies a more complex 
social world with various centers of production and 
consumption, one in which such manuscripts were not 
necessarily presented to, or produced at the behest 
of, the ruler but represented the incorporation of 
facets of court culture within the intellectual world 
of scholarship. The location of the Na't within such a 
milieu would give particular meaning to the visual 
discourse of the prefatory illustrations that deal with 
the transmission of knowledge and accord prominence 
to the sage as well as to the prince. 
The individual paintings discussed here thus illu- 
minate and are illuminated by the texts, to which they 
relate in simultaneously bold and subtle ways. But even 
if the two narratives in question are exceptionally 
extended and vivid, giving ample scope for visual 
invention, the discussion above nevertheless relates 
methodologically to the need, increasingly recognized 
in current scholarship, to pay constant heed to the 
dynamics of the relationship between text and minia- 
ture. Concerning the Na't, some of the remainder of 
its text is different in nature, so that other forms of 
text-miniature interaction need to be considered. 
Narrative elements, for example, may be added in a 
miniature and verbalized in its heading, as with the 
"Representation of the tortoise, which has just caught 
a bird that has fallen into the water" (folio 82r); more 
generally, we find careful positioning of the miniature 
in relation to its text environment. Titles, in particular, 
have the effect of inserting the figural reading of the 
miniature within the literal reading of the surround- 
ing text; at the same time a title itself may be visually 
integrated within the miniature. In the case of the tor- 
toise, the title runs along the left side of the minia- 
ture, thereby framing it, while in other miniatures it 
serves to provide a horizontal upper border, a counter- 
part to the strip of grass that delimits the bottom. But 
in addition to marking it off, the title may be included 
within the miniature, threaded between the branches 
of the tree to give tangible form to the constant 
interweaving of textual and visual readings that the 
study of such illustrated manuscripts requires. 
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39. It has not been possible to identify the form of this name 
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wa-bahd' wa-shajafah (He is a sun, a lion, and a sea, in gen- 
erosity, beauty, and valor), quoted in J. Wansbrough, "Ara- 
bic Rhetoric and Qur'anic Exegesis," Bulletin of the School of 
Oriental and African Studies 31, 3 (1968): 469-85, p. 471. See 
in general S. Sperl, "Islamic Kingship and Arabic Panegyric 
Poetry in the Early Ninth Century," Journal of Arabic Litera- 
ture 8 (1977): 20-35, which also ends with two lines by al- 
Buhturi beginning md zilta bahran li-'ifind (You are forever 
a sea of sustenance to the needy among us!). 
52. wa-md muzbidun min khal-ji al-furati jawnun ghawaribuhu 
taltatim... bi-ajwada minhu bima 'indahu idha m sama'uhumu 
lam taghim (The black foaming mouth of the Euphrates with 
its wave tops dashing against one other ... does not give more 
copiously than he of what he possesses when their skies 
withhold rain). 
53. The wings relate the Na't unicorn to Seljuk iconography, 
but its iconographical and stylistic analysis is beyond the scope 
of this article. 
54. The Unicorn Purifies the Water, the second tapestry in the series. 
Illustrated in color in B. Young, A Walk Through The Clois- 
ters (New York, 1990), p. 69. 
